CHAPTER
V
THE LULL BEFORE THE STORM
year 1784 definitely ushered in a new era which
J- foreshadowed the nineteenth century, and repre-
sented a break with the England of Tudor and Stuart
times. As we have seen, a silent revolution had been at
work for several decades, but it was only now that its
effects were beginning to make themselves felt in every
department of the national life. As so often in English
history the change became personified in an individual,
William Pitt, the greatest Prime Minister in the country's
annals. Before, however, considering his career, and that
of his rival, Charles James Fox, it is necessary to go back
a little, and see what had been happening to bring the
administration of North and the "King's friends"
crashing to the ground.
The position of the ministry had been temporarily
retrieved by the skill of the monarch in turning the
Gordon Riots to electoral advantage. This outbreak
throws a strong light upon contemporary London, and
upon the success that still attended any appeal to religious
prejudice. It is also proof of the debased nature of very
many of the inhabitants of the capital The laws against
Roman Catholics were still very stringent; as recently as
1767 a priest had been condemned to imprisonment for
life, and actually served four years of his sentence, for
exercising his office. The hatred felt by the ordinary
146